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HENRY SHALER WILLIAMS AND THE 
SOCIETY OF SIGMA XI 

In the passing away of Henry Shaler Williams the Society of 
the Sigma Xi has lost not only the man to whom more than to any 
other the Society owed its very existence but also the man to whom 
above all others it owes the sources of its present strength and 
promise for the future. For our strength for growth and power 
for good root in the ideals of the spirit of zealous research in science 
and of scientific achievement, which were so prominently emphasized 
by Professor Williams at the birth of the Society. Moved in part 
by the desire to open to graduating science and engineering stu- 
dents a college honor equivalent to that of election to the older 
literary honor society of Phi Beta Kappa, the founders of the Society 
might easily have placed the emphasis on the honoring of college 
achievement in science and engineering, on scholastic ability and 
scholastic promise. Fortunately in Dr. Williams the Society had in 
its very inception a man of wider and loftier vision, a man who 
through intimate personal knowledge of the processes of evolution in 
this world knew that not the acquirement of the knowledge of 
yesterday but the building up of the knowledge of today and of to- 
morrow by scores of indefatigable workers in zealous search for the 
truth is the true goal worthy of the life devotion of men of science! 
His was the emphasis on the supreme value of investigation, that the 
truth of today and of tomorrow may be wiser than that of yesterday, 
aye, that the right of tomorrow may be more just, more generous 
than the right of yesterday and of today, whiich come to us out of 
the dusty tomes of accumulated knowledge, and accumulated error 
and wrong, of the past! 

As the Society has adhered to Dr. Williams' high standards 
emphasizing the search for new truth, it has been strong and formed 
a part of that great movement in the fostering of research which in 
the past thirty years has transformed our universities, has founded 
our great research institutions, has developed as never before the re- 
search bureaus of our government and prepared our country for the 
tremendous scientific effort which is bearing the shield of democracy 
successfully in the final struggle of freedom against medieval privi- 
lege. And where the Society has wavered in its adherence to the 
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original teachings of its great founder and has let the consideration 
of the unfruitful matter of class standing and college honors out- 
weigh in form and influence the considerations of real research ability 
and research achievement, there it has been weak : weak in the eyes 
of the great leaders of research, weak in the stimulation of real pro- 
ductiveness, weak in attaining actual leadership in the great realm 
of scientific endeavor. Fortunately, Dr. Williams lived to see the 
Society, to which he had given so much valued thought, return in 
no imdecided fashion to his own early teachings and put in recent 
years the emphasis once more insistently on companionship in zealous 
research, on research achievement, rather than on the uncertain 
promise of scholastic ability! 

The debt of gratitude which we owe this founder of the Sigma 
Xi Society is therefore a living debt — ^not only for our beginning but 
much more so for that unequivocal appeal to the spirit of research, 
which must remain the very heart of our creed if the Society is to 
survive and take its rightful place among the leaders who are making 
in our country for the common goal — the improvement of the lot 
of man through painstaking, honest, critical evolution of the truth 
by countless lovers of science. 

Julius Stieglitz 
President of the Society of Sigma Xi 



